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In this working paper we would like to show the path that is leading to the creation of 
the open-access platform of the ERC-funded project MAPPOLA1 (Mapping out the po-
etic landscape(s) of the Roman empire).2 Our aim is for it to display all the evidence of 
verse inscriptions produced in the Roman empire and for it to serve as a research inter-
face for the scientific community and as a tool for dissemination and teaching.

1. Brainstorming: How to contribute?

At first, we looked at what was happening in the Digital Epigraphy scene in order to 
understand how we could make a contribution. Starting a new digital epigraphy project 
does not mean building everything up from scratch but getting in line with and taking 
running or closed projects as reference. In the case of MAPPOLA, we were able to rely 
on solid and long-established projects dealing primarily3 or tangentially4 with verse in-
scriptions (Fig. 1). Making a contribution, especially to projects that focus not directly 

1 This project has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the European 
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (grant agreement No. 832874 – MAPPOLA).

2 https://mappola.eu/.
3 Musisque Deoque (http://mizar.unive.it/mqdq/public/), Greek Verse Inscriptions of Cyrenaica (https://

igcyr.unibo.it/), Carmina Latina Epigraphica Online (https://institucional.us.es/cleo/?lang=en).
4 EAGLE Europeana (https://www.eagle-network.eu/), Hispania Epigraphica Online (http://eda-bea.es/), 

Epigraphische Datenbank Heidelberg (https://edh.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/), Epigraphic Database Roma 
(http://www.edr-edr.it/), Epigraphic Database Bari (https://www.edb.uniba.it/), Ubi erat Lupa (http://
lupa.at/), Romans 1by1 (http://romans1by1.com/).
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on verse inscriptions, was our first task. A parallel objective that we have set for our-
selves, both when working on our own database and in contributing to other projects, 
is to create linked open data. So far only EDR (Epigraphic Database Roma) and MQDQ 
(Musisque Deoque) are linked consistently to each other, but we aim at reaching out, at 
least with our database, to as many projects as possible.

2. Epigraphic Database Roma

The first call for help that we accepted came from the Epigraphic Database Roma. EDR 
aims at collecting all pagan inscriptions (in Latin, Greek, and the Italic languages) from 
the Italian peninsula, Sicilia, and Sardinia (Fig. 2). So far over 100,000 inscriptions are 
available for consultation on the database. 

Figure 1: Digital Epigraphy projects dealing with verse inscriptions

Figure 2: Epigraphic Database Roma
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As verse inscriptions have been entered into EDR only as parts of different sets of texts 
but never systematically so far, we have started creating new database entries for the 
over 200 verse inscriptions that were missing in the section “Roma”. 

While doing so, questions and ideas that are helping us in the process of creating a 
functional interface to display verse inscriptions immediately started to arise.

The examples from our experience of digitalising verse inscriptions for EDR provided 
below showcase the most relevant aspects. 

a) Defining the type of verse: In EDR, the first step is to indicate if an inscription is or 
is not in verse (Fig. 3). In case “Sì” is selected, further options to specify the type of verse 
appear in a drop-down menu. These are organised in three boxes, which is extremely 
helpful as one inscription may contain different metrical schemes and rhythms. In case 
the type of verse is unclear, the option “ignoratur” can be selected. However, these tags 
do not provide any information on the level of uncertainty and the nature of the unclear 
verse. In order to define uncertain verses in a clearer way, we have created a “verse on-
tology” for the MAPPOLA Database, which is discussed below.

b) Displaying the verse part: As EDR does not focus on verse inscriptions, displaying 
which part of the text is in verse, which is in prose, and which kinds of metre appear in 
which lines can be problematic. Sometimes a prose praescriptum or postscriptum pre-
sents a different layout and it is thus simple to isolate lines with verses from lines in 
prose.5 In other cases, lines and verses correspond and the indication of the verses is 
very easy. Nevertheless, it is almost the norm that the verses do not coincide with the 
lines at all and even that verse and prose parts appear in the same line like in the exam-
ple below (Fig. 4: CIL 06, 9241 = CLE 425 = EDR180511).

5 On the layout of inscriptions see Limón Belén 2014.

Figure 3: Entering the type of verse in EDR

http://www.edr-edr.it/edr_programmi/res_complex_comune.php?do=book&id_nr=EDR180511&fo_antik=&fo_modern=&Bibliografia%5B%5D=&Testo=&boolTesto=AND&Testo2=&bool=AND&ordinamento=id_nr&javasi=javascriptsi&se_foto=tutte&lang=it
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Other situations are even more complicated. Extrametrical words can be found in the 
middle of a verse, as in CIL 06, 1951 = CLE 1256 = EDR180353 (Fig. 5), where the words 
“felix”, “Lucius et Claudia”, and “post me” are not part of the verses.

Explaining these issues in the field “Apparatus” can be not immediately understandable 
for users. Therefore, during the round table of the Workshop “But is it art? Exploring the 
aesthetic limits of Roman poetry” (30 September – 1 October 2021)6 on how to handle 
verse inscriptions in digital projects, we explored possible solutions for a user-friend-
lier way of displaying verse parts of inscriptions. An idea to facilitate reading metrical 
segments in EDR was to use coloured, bold, or highlighted characters. Adding a button 
similar to the already existing “Correzioni e normalizzazioni”, which can be switched on 
and off by the user, would make this possible. 

6 https://mappola.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/WS02.pdf.

Figure 5: CIL 06, 1951 = CLE 1256 in EDR and its verse visualisation

Figure 4: CIL 06, 9241 = CLE 425 in EDR

http://www.edr-edr.it/edr_programmi/res_complex_comune.php?do=book&id_nr=EDR180353&fo_antik=&fo_modern=&Bibliografia%5B%5D=&Testo=&boolTesto=AND&Testo2=&bool=AND&ordinamento=id_nr&javasi=javascriptsi&se_foto=tutte&lang=it
https://mappola.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/WS02.pdf


7Cenati & González Berdús

c) Describing unclear metres: In a digital project, it is always of central importance 
to take on the users’ perspective and reflect on what they expect from the platform and 
what is worthwhile displaying. As mentioned above, EDR is not a database with a fo-
cus on verse inscriptions. Thus, going too much in depth with the description of verses 
here would be not useful – if not misleading – for its users. In the case of verse inscrip-
tions, information has to be kept as clear and straightforward as possible. Nevertheless, 
it is sometimes necessary to note that the metre is unclear or that the inscription has 
been identified as metrical by only one editor. For example, CIL 06, 5817 = EDR180433 
has been identified as a carmen only by Cholodniak (1904, 247 no. 686) who suggests 
a senarius from lumen to meum. As we agreed that this inscription is in fact in verse, 
it became necessary to give further explanations (Fig. 6). Therefore, we decided to re-
mark in the field “Apparatus” that lines 4 to 7 are probably iambic and that line 8 has a 
dactylic rhythm. This short and clear commentary on the prosody meets the needs of 
the EDR-users, but in the case of a carmina-centred database like the future MAPPOLA 
Database a deeper explanation in the commentary will be required.

d) Adapting the layout: From time to time, we have encountered challenges when 
structuring the text layout of the transcription. In EDR, it is not possible to display two 
columns of text next to each other. In the specific case of CIL 06, 18905 = CLE 1228 = 
EDR180795 (Fig. 7), the carmen in lines 4 and 5 would have been split into two columns 
and would have been therefore unreadable if Alexander Gangoly, the author of the sche-
da, had simply divided the text into column I and II as in the CIL edition. His solution 
was to divide the first lines of the text into <:columna I> and <:columna II> and keep the 
carmen together in one line <:in una linea>.

Figure 6: CIL 06, 5817 in EDR and its verse visualisation

http://www.edr-edr.it/edr_programmi/res_complex_comune.php?do=book&id_nr=EDR180433&fo_antik=&fo_modern=&Bibliografia%5B%5D=&Testo=&boolTesto=AND&Testo2=&bool=AND&ordinamento=id_nr&javasi=javascriptsi&se_foto=tutte&lang=it
http://www.edr-edr.it/edr_programmi/res_complex_comune.php?do=book&id_nr=EDR180795&fo_antik=&fo_modern=&Bibliografia%5B%5D=&Testo=&boolTesto=AND&Testo2=&bool=AND&ordinamento=id_nr&javasi=javascriptsi&se_foto=tutte&lang=it
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e) New readings: Preparing digital editions for an online database does not simply 
mean uncritically entering pieces of information online, but understanding monuments 
and texts, and, from time to time, contributing to improve the readings. That is why it 
has been essential for us to work together with our colleagues in Rome to complete the 
EDR-section of verse inscriptions from the city. This involves especially Dr Ilaria Gros-
si, who digitised the bibliographical updates, scanned pictures for us at the Archivio di 
Epigrafia Latina Silvio Panciera of the Università La Sapienza, and made autopsies of 
inscriptions on our behalf during the pandemic.

Checking the texts of the inscriptions on pictures in high resolution and having ac-
cess to bibliographical updates and unpublished information allows us to provide not 
only a digital record but a correct and precise digital edition of the inscription. 

An example of a new reading – in this case by Victoria González Berdús – pertains 
to CIL 06, 16325 = CLE 1048 in app. = EDR181199 (Fig. 8). The editors of the CIL have 
interpreted an abbreviation in the postscriptum as the initials of a personal name. How-
ever, this could be also expanded into amico piissimo / pientissimo or, more likely, as the 
deceased was only 13 years old, into something like alumno patronus (the master to his 
pupil). 

Figure 7: The transcription of CIL 06, 18905 in the CIL volume and in EDR

Figure 8: CIL 06, 16325 = CLE 1048 in EDR

http://www.edr-edr.it/edr_programmi/res_complex_comune.php?do=book&id_nr=&fo_antik=&fo_modern=&Bibliografia%5B%5D=CIL+06%2C+16325&Testo=&boolTesto=AND&Testo2=&bool=AND&ordinamento=id_nr&javasi=javascriptsi&se_foto=tutte&lang=it
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3. Working on vocabularies and a new verse ontology

As we all know, in epigraphic research things are mostly not black and white. However, 
the very nature of digital projects often forces us to put inscriptions into categories. 
In this regard, our starting point was the set of vocabularies created by EAGLE (Fig. 
9).7 EAGLE (short for Europeana Network of Ancient Greek and Latin Epigraphy) is a 
best-practice network co-funded by the European Commission with the main goal of 
providing a single user-friendly portal to the inscriptions of the ancient world and, in 
doing so, offering a common frame of classification and terminology.8

This specific task has been taken on by the GIS and Terminologies Working Group. There 
is a specific vocabulary for each aspect that is generally used when classifying inscrip-
tions (material, execution technique, type of inscription, object type, decoration, dating 
criteria, and state of preservation). The main advantages of employing a fixed set of 
vocabularies are that (i) it provides stable and universal identifiers for each concept, (ii) 
it establishes the relation of dependency between several items when needed, (iii) it is 
completely free to use and reuse, and (iv) it allows to align data of different projects. 

For all these reasons, we went through each of the vocabulary lists and proceeded to 
tailor and adapt them to our project. 

Let us go deeper into our process by illustrating it with a specific vocabulary, for ex-
ample the vocabulary pertaining to the function of the inscription. We began working 
with the EAGLE vocabulary titled “type of inscription” and then, as mentioned above, 
tailored it to our needs. What did that mean for us? A logical first step was excluding the 
types of inscriptions of which there had not been verse examples so far. Then we created 
new categories.

7 https://www.eagle-network.eu/resources/vocabularies/.
8 https://www.eagle-network.eu/.

Figure 9: The EAGLE vocabularies

https://www.eagle-network.eu/resources/vocabularies/
https://www.eagle-network.eu/
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In the table below (Fig. 10), an EAGLE link appears next to the categories that already 
existed while categories with no link have been created by us. For example, we decided 
to create a category called “personal messages” and then add the subcategories “erot-
ic”, “wish”, “joke”, and “insult”. The reason is that this kind of message usually appears 
either in the form of graffiti or on instrumenta domestica. However, we did not want to 
define the function of the inscription according to its basis or its type. We are still work-
ing on this concept and we will test it when entering the material into our database. 
Likewise, we have added the new category “Layout” that did not have a previous EAGLE 
vocabulary that we could work with (see below). 

4. Ontology of the form of the text

The aim of an ontology is to establish the relationship between a set of classes and ele-
ments.9 Given that we are working towards creating a database of verse inscriptions, the 
natural next step for us was to model an ontology dedicated to the form of the text (Fig. 
11). The question of what is verse and what is not is a cornerstone of our research. This 
is not easily answered and, what is more, it leads us to further issues such as: Do we have 
categories that lie in between? Can we go beyond the verse and identify poetic vs. prose 
compositions? And, if the answer to these questions is yes, how can we best describe this 
complexity and flexibility and thus incorporate into our digital projects the use of, say, 
poetic vocabulary and non-canonical metres in a sensible way?

9 On epigraphic ontologies see Bodard et al. 2021.

Figure 10: Function of the inscription in the MAPPOLA platform
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Logically, our starting point in this quest is a basic distinction between verse and prose. 
From there, we have created categories and subcategories, assuming that sometimes 
we can recognise a rhythm but not a specific type of metre and that in some cases we 
are surely dealing with poetry, but the metre is uncertain and does not seem to adhere 
to any fixed scheme. To all of these categories and subcategories we can then apply a 
quantitative, an accentuating, or a mixed scheme.

5. Improving EAGLE translations

Whereas funerary and honorific prose inscriptions are generally quite formulaic and, 
because of this, relatively easy to understand, verse inscriptions can be much more com-
plex. It is thus useful (if not essential) to provide translations of each verse inscription. 
Naturally, the number of translations that have been published in different languages is 
difficult to encompass and, even though they can be extremely insightful, they are not 
always easy to access. Therefore, we are taking part in the process of entering published 
translations in EAGLE.10 

Let us take as an example the famous verse inscription written for Eucharis, a four-
teen-year-old dancer and actress who died in Rome during the first half of the 1st centu-
ry BCE (CIL 06, 10096, cf. pp. 3492, 3906 = CIL 01 (2nd ed.), 1214 = CLE 55 = EDR108621). 
Using the search function on the EAGLE website, we will find the entry dedicated to this 
piece (Fig. 12). By clicking on “View translations”, we can see in the preview that, in this 
case, a Spanish translation has been added (Fig. 13).

10 https://www.eagle-network.eu/resources/translations/.

Figure 11: Ontology of the form of the text

http://www.edr-edr.it/edr_programmi/res_complex_comune.php?do=book&id_nr=&fo_antik=&fo_modern=&Bibliografia%5B%5D=CIL+06%2C+10096&Testo=&boolTesto=AND&Testo2=&bool=AND&ordinamento=id_nr&javasi=javascriptsi&se_foto=tutte&lang=it
https://www.eagle-network.eu/resources/translations/
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It is important, though, to click on the link to the EAGLE Media Wiki that appears after 
the translation (https://wiki.eagle-network.eu/wiki/Main_Page; Fig. 13). The first rea-
son is that we can thus find the bibliographical source of the translation (Fig. 14). The 
second reason is the chance that translations in languages that do not show up in the 
EAGLE preview yet will appear here.

In this case, an English translation, taken from Courtney’s “Musa Lapidaria” (Fig. 15), 
and an Italian translation by Matteo Massaro, “Epigrafia metrica latina di età repubbli-
cana” (Fig. 16), appear next to the Spanish translation (Fig. 14). The idea is that, in the 

Figure 12: The inscription for Eucharis in EAGLE

Figure 13: The translation of the inscription for Eucharis in EAGLE

https://wiki.eagle-network.eu/wiki/Main_Page
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future, there will be links between each translation and the databases where the inscrip-
tions are collected.

Figure 14: The Spanish translation of the inscription for Eucharis in the EAGLE Media Wiki

Figure 15: The English translation of the inscription for Eucharis in the EAGLE Media Wiki
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In the specific case of EDR, it is important that all existing translations are referenced in 
the “Editiones” field. We are adding them to all the new inscriptions, but they are not a 
consistent feature in the rest of them. In the case of the Eucharis inscription, the three 
available translations are referenced in the editions (Fig. 17). However, while prepar-
ing this presentation, we noticed that the translations by E. Courtney and C. Fernández 
did not appear. Likewise, the Italian translation by Massaro had not been added to the 
EAGLE Media Wiki page. All of this goes to show that this process can be slow but is sure 
to be extremely useful in the future.

Figure 16: The Italian translation of the inscription for Eucharis in the EAGLE Media Wiki

Figure 17: References to the translations in EDR
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In this regard, it would be a useful innovation if there was a link next to each reference 
to a translation in EDR that would direct the user either to the EAGLE Media Wiki page 
or to EAGLE. This is only one of the benefits that would result from using this kind of 
linked open data.

6. Creating an interactive platform

The work on vocabularies and ontologies serves as preparation for the development of 
our own platform, which aims at collecting all verse inscriptions of the Roman empire. 
The database has three main focuses. 

The first is to map the inscriptions: an interactive map (Fig. 18) will enable users of 
the database to filter inscriptions according to the database descriptors, including chro-
nology, typology, prosopographical features, language, and iconography.

Secondly, we focus on a diverse visualisation of the inscription: in addition to the dip-
lomatic and interpretive transcriptions, the verse visualisation facilitates the identifi-
cation and the appreciation of the poetic part and thus helps to identify rhythms and 
metres. Metrical characteristics of each inscription will be further analysed in the com-
mentary. The inscription CIL 03, 4910 = CLE 453 = http://lupa.at/860 is a typical example 
of non-corresponding verses and lines (Fig. 19).

Figure 18: The interactive map in the MAPPOLA platform

http://lupa.at/860
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A third focus pertains to the translation: we will provide a new translation in English 
for each inscription. Additionally, we plan to add links to EAGLE translations in other 
languages (see above). This will allow users to achieve a full and balanced understanding 
and to compare and contrast different interpretations of each text (Fig. 20).

Figure 19: An example of verse visualisation in the MAPPOLA platform

Figure 20: An example of translation in the MAPPOLA platform
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Many other features will be incorporated in the final version of the MAPPOLA Data-
base.11 

 1)  The Trismegistos ID used by all EAGLE partners will be indicated and will serve as 
a stable identifier of the inscriptions (Fig. 21).

2)  The text will be entered in the EpiDoc format. We are currently working on an ed-
itor which will facilitate the markup (Fig. 21).

3)  Links to geographical gazetteers like Pleiades (https://pleiades.stoa.org/) for an-
cient locations and Geonames (http://www.geonames.org/) for modern locations 
will be used (Fig. 22).

4)  Controlled vocabularies will be used as much as possible in order to make the 
search more efficient (Fig. 22).

11 The screenshots provided here are taken from the backend of the database.

Figure 21: Backend of the MAPPOLA platform

https://pleiades.stoa.org/
http://www.geonames.org/
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5)  For decoration and iconography we have adapted and cleaned the EAGLE vocab-
ularies to create a hierarchy that includes broader categories and sub-categories. 
These will be entered as tags (Fig. 23).

6)  Layout is the only category for which EAGLE does not provide any vocabulary. With-
in MAPPOLA, we have created a new vocabulary, which is essential when working 
with verse inscriptions in a digital project. This will be merged with EAGLE at the 
end of the project (Fig. 23).

Figure 23: Backend of the MAPPOLA platform

Figure 22: Backend of the MAPPOLA platform
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